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Foreword


As the former president of both the Country Music Association and the Academy of Country Music, even I have always been intrigued by what inspired or motivated these songwriters to create such wonderful, memorable songs.


Managing country stars like Kenny Rogers, Trisha Yearwood, Travis Tritt, Diamond Rio and Collin Raye certainly gave me a behind-the-scenes look at the creative process, but with the exception of Travis and my friend, singer/songwriter Skip Ewing, most of my artists’ songs were written by others and it has never ceased to amaze me how varied and interesting are the stories behind their many hits.


Travis Tritt once said, “Country music is the soundtrack for our lives” and I’ve seen that over and over again. All of us have experienced things in our lives that reflect the lyrics of so many of these songs. I think that’s why we are so fascinated by what it was that moved the writer to put those words into a song.


I remember many years ago a young songwriter who was living in my guest room wrote a #1 song about a difficult situation I was experiencing in my personal life. (I thought perhaps he should have paid me royalties on that.)


Another thing I love about this book is it brings to the forefront so many great writers who rarely get the recognition they so richly deserve. It’s eye-opening to see how many songs we attribute solely to the artist who performed them rather than the writer who created them. Most people think Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings wrote “Mamas Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up To Be Cowboys” when it actually was Patsy and Ed Bruce. And Collin Raye is so identified with “Love Me” that it’s easy to think he wrote it when, in fact, it was the work of Skip Ewing and Max T. Barnes.


Of course, the writers have other compensation. I once returned from Europe with my client, the late John Hartford, and in his mailbox we found a package with dozens of royalty checks for his Glen Campbell hit, “Gentle On My Mind.” They totaled nearly $100,000 and John and I sat on his living room floor and tossed the checks up in the air as we laughed and celebrated this unexpected windfall.


A few years back I produced an award-winning television special called A Day In The Life Of Country Music where we sent 24 different film crews out to follow country stars for 24 hours. What struck me when I looked at the footage from that show is how much of a star’s day is spent just like the rest of us, being a real person, living a real life, rather than the glamour and glitter we all associate with stardom. I guess that’s why they sing songs that remind us all of what we’re going through in our own lives.


Speaking of producing, I’ll never forget the moment, sitting on the set of Kenny Rogers’ first Gambler movie, when his co-star, Bruce Boxleitner turned to me and said, “The next film you guys should do is Kenny’s current hit, ‘Coward of the County.’” I called CBS that very day and made a deal to make that song into a television movie. At first Kenny resisted doing the project, but eventually he went ahead and delivered what I still consider his best ever acting performance.


The story in the song “Coward of The County” was so strong that the picture basically wrote itself. Still, I always wondered what had inspired the songwriters to create it and how they came to call the villains in the piece the Gatlins. I was particularly curious because Kenny toured often with Larry Gatlin and his brothers and kiddingly referred to them when he sang the song. In these pages you’ll learn the true story of how Billy Edd Wheeler and Roger Bowling decided to use that name in the song.


Another song in this collection that I was closely associated with is Hugh Prestwood’s brilliant “The Song Remembers When,” which my then-client Trisha Yearwood recorded. Reading Hugh’s description of how he came to write that song reminds me of what wonderful poets so many of our best songwriters are. He mentions loving Robert Frost, Edwin A. Robinson and Emily Dickinson and taking direct inspiration from a poem by Anne Sexton. He also talks about how he drew directly on things he was experiencing at the time. As he talks about driving through the clouds in Denver and hearing one of his own songs on the car radio, the images of the beautiful video Trisha did for the song comes to mind.


The story Jon Vezner tells about what brought him to write “Where’ve You Been?” — a song that became such a huge hit for Kathy Mattea — will literally make you cry. His publisher did exactly that when he played it for her. Music means so much to us. We don’t just listen to it; we work out to it, make love to it, sing along with it, and relate to it in so many ways. Jon’s journey with this song also is illustrative of the serendipitous nature of getting a song recorded.


Reading Alex Harvey’s explanation of how he adapted co-writer Barry Etris’ “Reuben James” is also quite a revelation. He drew on his and his father’s experiences and adapted them to the song. I was managing Kenny Rogers when Alex’s persistence finally paid off and Kenny sat down and listened to Alex and his music. It shows you writing a song is only part of the game. You’ve got to really believe in yourself and your material and keep plugging away to make something happen.


Also, don’t miss reading Alex Harvey’s story of how he came to write “Delta Dawn” with Larry Collins. Artists are often motivated by tragedies or hard times, but this one will take your breath away. No wonder so many artists recorded that song. It truly came from Alex’s heart and as he said, “it literally wrote itself.” I’ve heard the same thing many times from writers but this one makes a total believer out of me.


Collin Raye had a #1 hit with the Karen Taylor-Good and Joie Scott song “Not That Different” several years before I began managing him. Still, I got to hear the song over and over as Collin performed it at show after show and audiences sang along to these moving lyrics. That’s one more reason I love reading the story of how these two ladies collaborated on the song while living far apart in two different cities and how Joie eventually moved to Nashville on a dare.


And I guess it is a songwriter’s dream to have a hit the size of Curly Putman’s “Green, Green Grass of Home.” There have been something like 700 different recordings of that song worldwide and he’s still writing away for (Sony) Tree Publishing 45 years later. But these are just a few of the 101 stories in this book.


I’ve been waiting a long time for someone to assemble a book like this. My cowboy hat’s off to Randy Rudder, Mark Victor Hansen and Jack Canfield for the incredible work that went into gathering and editing the treasure trove of delightful and revealing stories that make this book such a terrific read.


You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll be amazed and entertained. The next time someone says, “I wonder why they wrote that?” you’ll know right where to go to get the answer. And if, by chance, you’re one of those people who love to write music and lyrics, you’ll get all the motivation you could ever ask for in the pages of this book. Enjoy it.


~Ken Kragen
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Introduction


As a long-time music journalist, I have always been fascinated by two questions: What makes a song a hit? and Where do songwriters get the ideas for songs? What are those intangible factors that cause one song to resonate with listeners across cultures and continents, and another equally strong song to fade into obscurity? Throughout the course of talking with the songwriters included in this collection, I discovered there are perhaps as many possible answers to that question as there are songs and songwriters.


The late Bill Monroe, Father of Bluegrass, spoke of the “ancient tones” that reside in our collective unconscious and are passed down from generation to generation through folk songs, lore, and — who knows? — possibly even genetically. In this collection, Bill’s son James tells us more about the inspiration behind his father’s classic bluegrass fiddle standard, “Uncle Pen.”


Jimmy Webb, writing on what is possibly the shortest, yet most covered, song in his amazing catalog, says it is still a mystery to him why “Wichita Lineman” has been so popular. “It’s a lonely, romantic, prairie gothic image,” he says of the lineman working on the plains. “I definitely tapped into it and used it with ‘Wichita Lineman,’ which is also, of course, a love story about a guy who can’t get over a woman.” Webb reveals he wasn’t even finished with the song when he sent it to the studio for Glen Campbell to hear — that he intended to add another verse and chorus later, but the song was arranged and recorded before he knew it.


Southern literature and poetry certainly have a solid place in inspiring country music lyrics as well. Alex Harvey (“Delta Dawn”) credits Robert Frost and Carl Sandburg, along with French street poet Rimbaud (who influenced Bob Dylan’s writing), as having a big impact on him. Bob McDill is a fan of author Robert Penn Warren and playwright Tennessee Williams, and credits them for having influenced his songwriting. McDill alludes to “those Williams boys: Hank and Tennessee” in “Good Ole Boys Like Me.”


It’s also surprising how often William Faulkner pops up in country music lyrics. The bard of Oxford, Mississippi is alluded to in both Pam Tillis’s “Maybe It Was Memphis” (written by Michael Anderson), and Tim McGraw’s “Southern Voice” (written by Bob DiPiero and Tom Douglas.)


A number of other songwriters in Chicken Soup for the Soul: Country Music noted the influence of film and theater on their writing. Tony Arata wrote Garth Brooks’ hit, “The Dance,” after seeing Peggy Sue Got Married. John Hartford wrote “Gentle on My Mind” after he and his wife Betty watched Dr. Zhivago together one evening in 1966. And Billy Edd Wheeler, while a graduate theater student at Yale, wrote the Johnny Cash/June Carter Cash classic, “Jackson,” after reading Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Go figure that one.


According to many of the writers in this collection, the songwriting Muse often manifests at the oddest times and in the oddest places. Tom T. Hall finished “Old Dogs, Children, and Watermelon Wine” on the back of an airplane barf bag on his way home to Nashville from the 1972 Democratic National Convention in Miami, inspired by an old gentleman he met in the hotel bar the night before. Larry Henley finished “Wind Beneath My Wings” on a piece of scrap paper while sitting in a fishing boat. And the number of hits that have been written on bar napkins is legion.


As far as what makes a song a hit, Jimmy Webb says in addition to the obvious factors, such as the quality of the melody, the lyric, and how well the song fits a singer’s voice, everything from the level of humidity in the studio to the way the song sounds in an automobile can affect how far a record makes it up the charts.


The popularity of songwriters clubs like Nashville’s Bluebird Café, and television shows like PBS’s Austin City Limits and Legends and Lyrics attest to the fact that many music fans of all genres share my curiosity about the inspirations behind songs. So here are the stories behind 101 classic country songs, spanning five decades, by some of Nashville’s top tunesmiths. They are songs born of dreams, joy, pain, anger, love found, love lost, family, faith, courage, pity, compassion, and honor. They are, as many songwriters say, “life set to music.” Happy reading.


I would like to thank a number of people in Nashville who went above and beyond the call of duty to help put me in touch with many of the songwriters included in this collection. They include Gerilynn Pearce at Universal Music Publishing, Aaron Mercer at Sony/ATV Music Publishing, Kissy Black and Dawn Delvo at Lotos Nile Marketing, and Vanessa Davis of Splash! Public Relations, and Taylor Lindsey.


I would like to thank my wife Clare Rudder and daughter Abigail for being so supportive during this project, and my mother Jane Rudder, who has always been my biggest fan. I also want to thank Bob Jacobs and Leigh Holmes at Chicken Soup for the Soul Publishing for giving me this opportunity and for their tireless efforts in helping me assemble the manuscript, photographer Alan Mayor for coming through with so many photos, and all my friends at Joy Church International in Mt. Juliet, Tennessee. I am truly a blessed man.


~Randy Rudder
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16th Avenue


Story by Thom Schuyler


Song written by Thom Schuyler


Recorded by Lacy J. Dalton


I remember quite vividly where I was when I wrote “16th Avenue.” My wife and I had just settled into being married and had our first child. We had bought a little bungalow near the 100 Oaks Mall area in Nashville. It was late one Friday night and I was just picking around at home. I really didn’t even have an idea. It wasn’t one of those songs where I thought, “This is a great idea. I can’t wait to start writing.” I didn’t even know what I was doing! I just started writing the song.


I scribbled down probably three verses and then I thought it was too much of an “industry” kind of song. It didn’t really have the structure of a commercial song. It didn’t even have a chorus. So I just threw it in the desk drawer.


About three months later, I played it for my publisher, Even Stevens. He was working with Eddie Rabbitt then, and he had a publishing company on Music Row. He asked me if I was working on anything, and I told him yes, but I didn’t think it was very commercial. I played it for him and his eyes got as big as saucers. He said, “Where did that come from?” and I told him I didn’t know. He said, “Well, work on it some more.”


I’m an absurdly practical guy. I was prepared to come to Nashville, and I had a little bit of money saved, so I never really stayed at any of the boarding houses on Music Row or lived in my car or any of the things mentioned in the song, but I would observe other people who did and listen to their stories.


Once I had finished the song, we did a little demo of it. There was a guy named Jerry Smith, who has worked with a lot of new artists over the years to help them get their start. He was plugging some songs for Even Stevens and Eddie Rabbitt and he took “16th Avenue” and another song I had written called “My Old Yellow Car” down to producer Billy Sherrill’s office at Columbia. He came back and said that Billy liked them both, but “My Old Yellow Car” was his favorite.


Two or three days later, Billy called me at the publishing house and asked me if I would come down to his office and visit with him, which was quite a thrill for a young writer like me. He was very generous with his time and he ended up recording both of those songs with Lacy J. Dalton, a singer he was producing then.


They used “16th Avenue” to open the Country Music Association Awards Show in 1982. Lacy came out and sang it, and they did this really wonderful montage of downtown Nashville photos, and cats walking around with guitar cases and things like that on the screen behind her. It was a very nice piece, and then Columbia put it out as a single. It really had its run on big radio in the early part of 1983.


From time to time, when I hear it, I’m reminded what a great recording it was, and how well it was produced and how great her vocal was. It’s only been recorded twice as far as I know. Maybe there are certain songs that need to be recorded only once and should be remembered in their original form.


Honestly, to this day, if there is any one thing I’ve done in this town that I am associated with, it’s that song. I still think of it as an insider song. It did get into the Top 10, and it was a big record for Lacy, and it still gets played a lot, but I’ve had bigger hits. I’ve had number ones, but people don’t always remember them. But they remember this song. Some people call it “the songwriters’ anthem,” and that’s quite an honor.



16th Avenue


From the corners of the country, from the cities and the farms


With years and years of livin’ tucked up underneath their arms,


They walked away from everything just to see a dream come true


So God bless the boys who make the noise on 16th Avenue.


With a million dollar spirit and an old flat top guitar,


They drive to town with all they own in a hundred dollar car,


’Cause one time someone told them about a friend of a friend they knew,


Who owns, you know, a studio on 16th Avenue.


Now some are born to money. They never had to say survive


And others swing a nine pound hammer just to stay alive


There’s cowboys, drunks and Christians, mostly white and black and blue,


They’ve all dialed the phone direct to home from 16th Avenue.


Oh, but then one night in some empty room where no curtains ever hung,


Like a miracle some golden words roll off of someone’s tongue,


And after years of being nothing they’re all lookin’ right at you,


And they for awhile they’ll go in style on 16th Avenue.


Hey it looks so uneventful, so quiet and discreet,


But a lot of lives were changed there on that little one-way street,


’Cause they walked away from everything just to see a dream come true,


So God bless the boys who make the noise on 16th Avenue.
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All-American Boy


Story by Bobby Bare


Song written by Bobby Bare


Recorded by Bobby Bare


(under the name of Bill Parsons)


I grew up in southern Ohio, and I knew I had to go somewhere else to do something with my music. I couldn’t get anything going in Portsmouth, Ohio. I was too chicken to go to Nashville, because that was where all my heroes lived. I didn’t think there was room for me down there, so I decided to go to L.A. I was in Portsmouth one night and I saw a guy with a Palomino Club bumper sticker on his car with California plates and a Nudie suit who said he was going to L.A. So, my steel guitar player and I decided to go with him. I was always pretty loose like that. That was how I wound up on the West Coast. This was in 1954 and I was 19 years old.


In 1958, I wrote “All-American Boy” about a rock and roll picker getting drafted into the Army. I recorded it a few days before I went into basic training in Fort Knox, Kentucky. I was doing a demo on my old buddy, Bill Parsons, back at King Studios in Cincinnati. There were about fifteen minutes left in the session and I’d been working on this song. It was an old “talking blues” kind of thing. We spent most of the time doing a song on my friend and then I put it down real quick, left the studio, and went off to join the Army.


This record label in Cincinnati, Fraternity Records, heard it and put it out and, within days, it was the biggest record in America, and here I was in the Army! And since Bill had booked the session, his name was on the record. It was my voice on the record, but my name wasn’t there!


I was drafted about six months after Elvis went into the service, so when the song hit, everybody thought it was about him. When it hit #2 on the charts, Bill called me up, scared to death, and said, “What am I going to do?” I said, “Just ride it out. Buy yourself a car or something. It will be forgotten in six months anyway.”


He said, “They want me to do the Dick Clark show in Philadelphia.” And I said, “Well, do it. You’re going to be lip-synching anyway. You can lip-synch me as well as I can lip-synch me.” So he went to Philadelphia and lip-synched my voice on American Bandstand, and then they had a big party for him in New York.


That was about the only hit that Bill had, as far as I know. I think a lot of people knew it was me anyway. It was probably fortunate that my name wasn’t on the record though, because I would have been labeled a novelty singer and it might have killed my career. I never would have had big hits like “Detroit City.” I would have been a one-hit wonder.


All-American Boy


Gather ’round, cats, and I’ll tell you a story


About how to become an All-American Boy


Buy you a guitar and put it in tune


And you’ll be rockin’ and rollin’ soon


(recite) Showin’ off, hittin’ hot licks, and all that jazz


Well, I bought me a guitar a year ago


Learned how to play in a day or so


And all around town it was well understood


That I was knockin’ ’em out like Johnny B. Goode


(recite) Hittin’ them hot licks, yeah number one


Well, I’d practice all day


And up into the night


My papa’s hair was turnin’ white


’Cause he didn’t like rock ‘n ‘roll


He said, “You can stay, boy


But that’s gotta go


(recite) He’s a square


He just didn’t dig me, at all


So I took my guitar, picks and all


And bid farewell to my poor ol’ pa


And I split for Memphis where they say “Y’all”


Them swingin’ cats are havin’ a ball


(recite) Sessions, hot licks.


They dig me


I was rockin’ and boppin’


And I was getting’ the breaks


The girls all said that I had what it takes


When up stepped a man with a big cigar


He said “Come here cat


I’m gonnna make you a star


(recite) I’ll put you on Bandstand


Buy you a Cadillac


Sign here, kid.”


Well, I signed my name and became a star


Havin’ a ball with my guitar


Driving a big long Cadillac


And fightin’ the girls off my back


They just kept a comin’


Screamin,’ yeah. They like it.


Well, I picked my guitar


With a great big grin


And the money just kept on pourin’ in


But then one day my Uncle Sam


said, (knock, knock,, knock) “Here I am.”


(recite) Your Uncle Sam needs you, boy


I’m gonna cut your hair off


Ah, take this rifle, kid.


Gimme that guitar. . .
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Almost Home


Story by Craig Morgan


Song written by Kerry Kurt Phillips and Craig Morgan


Recorded by Craig Morgan


I was talking to my wife on the phone one day and she was complaining about me being on the road so much. I told her, “Just relax. It won’t be long. I’m almost home.” I thought that might be a great song idea, so I wrote it down.


A little later, I sat down with Kerry Kurt Phillips and we started writing it. We beat it around for a month or so. We were taking it from the relationship angle. Then, I was driving into Nashville one day to try to write with Kerry some more, and there was a homeless guy standing on the Demonbreun Street Bridge near Music Row, holding up a sign. I told Kerry about it when I saw him. I said I felt sorry for the guy. He knew the guy, who was in pretty bad shape, and he said, “Yeah, that old boy’s almost home.” And we looked at each other and said, “That’s it.”


It took us three or four sessions to get it down. Kerry is a pretty particular writer. We wrote it three or four different ways, trying to figure out exactly what we wanted it to say. The lines about running through the cottonwood trees and the Calico Creek came from him. Calico Creek is an actual creek near where he grew up. I wrote the lines about walking down an old dirt road, past a field of hay that had just been mowed, being chased by the honeybees, drip-drying in the summer breeze. I was reminiscing about my boyhood growing up in Kingston Springs, near Nashville. I can still smell that hay every time I sing that song.


“Almost Home” was the 2003 Nashville Songwriters Association Song of the Year, and it is still one of the most requested songs. A gentleman told me at a show once that before his father-in-law passed away he had requested the song be played at his funeral.


Kerry and I never discussed what was meant by “almost home,” but, as I found out later, we might have looked at it differently. To me, I just thought he was going back home in his dream, but in Kerry’s mind, he was ready to pass on. But that’s what’s great about co-writing: two different writers bring two different perspectives to a song.


It got pitched around. George Strait had it on hold for a while. I hadn’t planned on cutting it myself. Then one day, I called my producer and said, “We just wrote a great country song.” And I read him the lyric over the phone. At the time, he had some land over in Hickman County, forty-two acres of which I wanted. He told me he would trade me those forty-two acres in exchange for publishing on that song. I said, “Well, if you think it’s that good, maybe I’ll just hold onto it.”


Trace Adkins and I almost got into a fight about it at the Opry one night. I was there in my dressing room and he came and stood in the doorway. He filled it plumb up, of course, since he’s about 6’6”. He said, “I want to know how the hell you got that song, ‘Almost Home.’ I should have cut that thing.”


I said, “Are you kidding me? How do you think I got it?”


He said, “Do I look like I’m kidding?”


I thought we were fixing to come to blows there for a moment. I said, “I wrote it.”


He said, “Well, I’ll be damned.” But we got over it. We’re good friends now.



Almost Home


He had plastic bags wrapped ’round his shoes


He was covered with the evening news


Had a pair of old wool socks on his hands


The bank sign was flashing “5 below”


It was freezing rain an’ spittin’ snow


He was curled up behind some garbage cans


I was afraid that he was dead


I gave him a gentle shake


When he opened up his eyes


I said, “Old man, are you ok?”


CHORUS:


He said, “I just climbed out of a cottonwood tree


I was runnin’ from some honey bees


Drip dryin’ in the summer breeze


After jumpin’ into Calico Creek


I was walkin’ down an old dirt road


Past a field of hay that had just been mowed


Man I wish you’d just left me alone


’Cause I was almost home...”


Then he said, “I was just comin’ round the barn”


’Bout the time you grabbed my arm


When I heard momma holler, “Son hurry up.”


I was close enough for my old nose


To smell fresh cobbler on the stove


And I saw daddy loadin’ up the truck


Cane poles on the tailgate


Bobbers blowin’ in the wind


Since July of ’55


That’s as close as I’ve been


CHORUS


BRIDGE:


I said, “Old man you’re gonna freeze to death”


Let me drive you to the mission


He said “Boy if you’d left me alone


Right now I’d be fishin’”


CHORUS


[image: images]




[image: images]


[image: images]


American Honey


Story by Hillary Lindsey


Song written by Hillary Lindsey, Shane Stevens, Cary Ryan Barlowe


Recorded by Lady Antebellum


I was on a trip to Gatlinburg in the Smoky Mountains with Shane Stevens and Cary Barlowe. While we were there, we saw a sign for American Honey whiskey, so that’s where we got the title.


We started writing it while we were still there in Gatlinburg. We wrote the lines, “She grew up on a side of the road/where church bells ring and strong love grows.” We all grew up in the South. Cary is actually the son of a former preacher. Shane is from North Carolina, and I’m from a tiny town in Georgia, so we had a lot in common as far as our upbringing.


As the story unfolded, we realized that it was a story about all three of us growing up and missing our innocence and wanting to get back to that. There are a lot of metaphors. It’s not really a straight-ahead kind of song. It’s more allegorical, which is kind of cool because it lets the listeners read into it whatever they want.


We all get wrapped up in our jobs and, as songwriters, you worry that you’re never going to write another song or another hit and, before you know it, you act like you’re old and out of ideas, when you’re not. If you allow that to happen, you can worry yourself into oblivion. The innocence and the freedom and the lightness that comes with being young and not knowing so much — and missing that — is what we were going for.


We just did a work tape and sent it over to Paul Worley, Lady Antebellum’s producer, who flipped over it. We weren’t sure it was going to get cut until later on. They actually had their first album close to being wrapped up, so we weren’t sure it was going to happen. We were hopeful, but just thought it might have been too late to get on the album. But the band loved it and they decided to add it at the last minute. The next thing we knew it was cut, and then it was a single, and then it hit #1. I love it when it happens that way!


American Honey


She grew up on a side of the road


Where church bells ring and strong love grows


She grew up good


She grew up slow


Like American honey


Steady as a preacher


Free as a weed


Couldn’t wait to get goin’


But wasn’t quite ready to leave


So innocent, pure and sweet


American honey


CHORUS:


There’s a wild, wild whisper


Blowin’ in the wind


Callin’ out my name like a long lost friend


Oh I miss those days as the years go by


Oh nothin’s sweeter than summertime


And American honey


Get caught in the race


Of this crazy life


Tryin’ to be everything


Can make you lose your mind


I just want to go back in time


To American honey, yeah


Gone for so long now


Gotta get back to her somehow


To American honey


CHORUS
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American Made


Story by Pat McManus


Song written by Pat McManus and Bob DiPiero


Recorded by The Oak Ridge Boys


I grew up in the Pittsburgh area and started writing songs when I was about 10 years old. I used to write them for my brothers’ girlfriends. My brothers would claim they wrote them. Then when they broke up with the girls and started dating new ones, I would just change the girl’s name in the song so it would fit the next girlfriend. They weren’t paying me anything, so I wasn’t going to write a new song every time they broke up with someone.


I really wanted to break into the entertainment business, but I didn’t know how, so I studied broadcasting at Columbia School of Broadcasting. I thought that would get me in the door to show business, but I realized later that I really just wanted to sing and write songs. I quit broadcasting school and moved to Nashville in the early 1970s.


The first few weeks in Nashville, a couple of really bizarre things happened to me. I was staying in a boarding house near Music Row, paying them something like $5 a night. One night I went to listen to some music in a little lounge in a hotel on Broadway. While I was there, I asked if I could audition to play. I figured if I could pick up a few bucks, I could pay for my room and something to eat and that would allow me to keep writing songs full-time.


A few days later, I was singing there and a lady who was listening to me introduced herself and said her name was Joan Edwards. She said, “I think you are really going to do well in this town, and I want to help you.” I was just blown away, but a little skeptical, too. She told me I needed to stick it out and then she said she wanted to give me enough money to pay my bills for the next six weeks or so and asked me how much that would be. I said I didn’t know exactly, but I guessed it would be about $500. Then she left.


The next day, I was at the boarding house and the landlady called me down and said someone was there with a package for me to sign. It was a delivery courier and he had a letter from Joan with a check in it for $100, which was followed later by four more checks. So I walked to a nearby bank — I walked everywhere then because I didn’t have a car — and they looked at me a little skeptically because I was dressed kind of grungy and had an out-of-state license and had a pretty big check to cash. Just then, the manager walked by and said, “Is there a problem?” When he saw the name on the check, he said, “That’s from Joan Edwards. It’s good. Cash it.” So I had my expenses taken care of for a while.


Then, that same day, I just happened to be walking by the RCA building. I saw some musicians going into the building, so I just walked in behind them like I knew what I was doing. When they got to the end of the hallway, they turned right and I turned left. I went to the first office that had a light on, and I knocked. The guy inside told me to come in and he asked me what I wanted. I told him I just wanted someone to listen to my songs. He said, “How did you get in here?” and I told him what I did. He said, “Sit down. Anybody who’s got the guts to do that has to want this pretty bad.”


So he listened to my songs said he liked a few of them. I later found out he was the president of RCA Records! He sent me to Acuff Rose Publishing, who referred me to Johnny “Peanut” Wilson at 100 Oaks Publishing. Johnny signed 10 of my songs and gave me $1,000 in advance money. So I had $1,000 plus the money I had gotten from Joan. That made $1,500, which was a lot of money back then! It was like God or an angel was just leading me by the hand those first few weeks.


I moved to L.A. for a few years after that and had a few pop songs recorded, including by The 5th Dimension and a singer named Carl Graves, but I eventually came back to Nashville and started writing for Bob Beckham at Combine Music. This was where Kristofferson and Billy Swan and a whole slew of other writers had worked.


One day I came into the Combine offices and Bob DiPiero was there writing. He and I had been getting together two or three times a week to write. He was up on the third floor of the building, which they had converted to writing rooms and a kitchen.


Bob said, “I got this idea and I really want to write it with you, but I don’t know where it’s going exactly.” I told him I was on my way to sing a jingle for Natural Light beer over at Buddy Killen’s studio and I couldn’t stay. “It will just take a minute,” he said. I called the studio and asked if they could wait a few minutes and they told me it was okay. So Bob said to me, “Here’s the idea. It seems like everything I buy is from another country, but my girl is 100% red-blooded American” or something like that. So we came up with the lines, “My baby is American made/born and bred in the USA.”


I went and sang the demo for Natural Light beer and came back to the Combine offices later, where we continued working on it. We weren’t sure we could use brand names in the song because we had lines like, “I got a Nikon camera, a Sony color TV,” etc., but then we realized that it would be like free advertising for the products so we didn’t think they would have any problem with it. We finished the song in a few days and then started pitching the demo.


Later we heard that the Oak Ridge Boys were interested and wanted to put it on hold and we said “Sure.” They changed the melody just a little bit and then said they wanted to sing it on the road to see how it played live before they recorded it.


They came back after a few weeks and said they wanted to record the song. Not only that, they wanted to name their album American Made and call their next tour the “American-Made” tour. That was how great the audience reaction was. This was 1983, during the Reagan years, so patriotism and things like that were becoming hip again, and the crowds just loved it.


They put out a whole line of merchandise to go along with the tour: hats and jackets and T-shirts. And when the single was released, it debuted in the 30s, I think. That was one of the first times that a song debuted that high, and it eventually hit #1 for two weeks.


Later, there was an executive from the J. Walter Thompson ad agency who heard the song on the radio and decided it would make a great jingle for Miller Beer: “Miller’s made the American way, born and brewed in the USA” was how it went. They had a group that sounded like the Oak Ridge Boys sing the jingle and they made several other versions sounding like other pop stars that were hot at the time. The single and album sold well and the song even became one of BMI’s Million-Airs (a million times aired on radio), but I think we made more money over the long haul from the jingle than we did on the record royalties and airplay. That was pretty ironic considering the day I wrote the song I had just sung a jingle for Natural Light, which is made by Anheuser-Busch!


One of my favorite memories from this song happened the next year, when Bob and I went to Fan Fair (now called CMA Fest), which was held at the Tennessee State Fairgrounds. As we were walking back to our cars after seeing one of the shows there, we saw a man and his wife walking toward us with American-Made T-shirts and hats. We didn’t say anything, but as we passed by them, we saw the guy reach down and pat his wife’s bottom and he started singing, “My baby is American made.” Bob and I just looked at each other and laughed. You can’t pay for moments like that.


American Made


Seems everything I buy these days


Has got a foreign name


From the kind of car I drive


To my video game


I got a Nikon camera


A Sony color TV


But the one that I love is from the U.S.A.


And standing next to me.


CHORUS:


My baby is American made


Born and bred in the U.S.A.


From her silky long hair to her sexy long legs


My baby is American made.


She looks good in her tight blue jeans


She bought in Mexico


And she loves wearing French perfume


Everywhere we go


But when it comes to the lovin’ part


One thing is true


My baby’s genuine U.S.A., red, white and blue


CHORUS
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American Saturday Night


Story by Ashley Gorley


Song written by Ashley Gorley, Brad Paisley, and Kelley Lovelace


Recorded by Brad Paisley


Brad came up with the idea for this song, and he nailed the chorus: “French kiss, Italian ice/Spanish moss in the moonlight / just another American Saturday Night.” Once we got there, it set the stage for the rest of the song. From there, he and Kelley Lovelace and I took off with it. Kelley and I had been working on it for a couple of days, and then we got together with Brad just to see if all of our cultural references were fitting right. We finished it at Brad’s house about 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning. He’s a late-night writer. I’ve left his house at 4:00 or 5:00 in the morning several times.


After we finished the song, that became the name for the album and then the tour, so the concept really caught on from there, and it also became a #1 single, too.


We were really proud of the fact that it went to a deeper level, beyond just the typical “redneck, Saturday night bonfire” kind of song. It was really more about the idea of a typical New York street fair where all these different cultures come together. We all came up with the different ideas, whether it was the toga party, or the Brazilian leather, or the Canadian bacon, or the German car — it was just about celebrating all the different influences that make America, America. You can get a little taste of the world in about three hours in some neighborhoods like that.


Brad loves coming up with those new ideas, or maybe a new take on an old idea. That was a record where he wanted to depart a little bit from just using gimmicks or silliness, and it’s pretty apparent from the singles they’ve come out with. When you’re writing a lyric, it’s tough to be clever, but not necessarily funny, to make it a fun song, but to be thoughtful at the same time. He played the song at the Capitol on the Fourth of July, too, so that made it pretty special.


When they started talking about doing the video, Brad called me up and said he wanted me to be in it. He said he wanted Kelley and I to make cameo appearances in it, but I was in London, so I called him and said, “Ah, man, I can’t. I’m out of the country.” So nothing else was said about it, and the next thing I knew I saw a copy of the video and he has my head superimposed on some guy at the toga party wearing this blue, Elvis-looking leisure suit. He got my head off the Internet somewhere and cut if off and put it on this guy’s body. My kids have it on their iPods and they get a big kick out of it. I don’t know whether he was getting back at me for blowing off his video or what, but I thought it was hilarious when I saw it.


American Saturday Night


She’s got Brazilian leather boots on the pedal of her German car


Listening to the Beatles singing “Back in the USSR”


Yeah, she’s goin’ around the world tonight


but she ain’t leavin’ here


She’s just going to meet her boyfriend down at the street fair


It’s a French kiss, Italian ice


Spanish moss in the moonlight


Just another American Saturday night


There’s a big toga party tonight down at Delta Chi


They’ve got Canadian bacon on their pizza pie


They’ve got a cooler for cold Coronas and Amstel Lights


It’s like we’re all livin’ in a big ol’ cup


just fire up the blender, and mix it all up


It’s a French kiss, Italian ice


margaritas in the moonlight


Just another American Saturday night


You know everywhere has something they’re known for


Oh, but usually it washes up on our shores


My great, great, great, granddaddy stepped off of that ship


I bet he never ever dreamed we’d have all this.


You know everywhere has somethin’ they’re known for


Oh, but usually it washes up on our shores


Little Italy, Chinatown, sittin’ there side by side


Live from New York, it’s Saturday Night!


French kiss, Italian ice,


Spanish moss in the moonlight


just another American, just another American


It’s just another American Saturday night
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Back When We Were Beautiful


Story by Matraca Berg


Song written by Matraca Berg


Recorded by Matraca Berg


This song was a result of two separate conversations that I had fairly close together. My grandmother came to visit me and we had a girl’s day out and had lunch together. She was having such a good time. At one point, she stopped in the middle of eating and looked at me. I’ll never forget the look on her face. It’s hard to describe, but it was kind of like wonderment and surprise. She said, “I still feel like a girl on the inside. And when I look in the mirror, it’s a shock to me because I don’t feel this old.”


I had the exact same conversation with my husband Jeff’s mother a couple of months later. We were talking about Jeff’s parents. They were very much in love and his father looked like a movie star, too. They were a great-looking couple. His father died when he was still pretty young — he was in his fifties. She was showing me pictures of them when they were out dancing at clubs and going to dinner and things like that.


I actually had the line, “Back When We Were Beautiful” scribbled down as a possible title in my idea book, but I didn’t know what it was going to be about. I thought I was going to write a song about my brother and sister and I when we were young.


In the song, there are lines about this older woman feeling pain. I was thinking it was just general pains of aging, not necessarily a disease or anything. It’s funny, because I’m starting to feel some of these things in my forties already, and I’m thinking, “Why is my knee doing that?” or “Why does my hip feel like that?”


I cut the song and it was put out as a single but didn’t do much. I performed it on the CMA Awards, I think, just to get it out there in case somebody else wanted it. It means a lot to me, and it meant a lot that it meant a lot to other people, too. That seems to be the one I get comments on the most.


As far as the unconventional structure, that’s what happens when I sit down at the piano; I become a completely different writer. There’s no real chorus per se, and the melody is unusual for me. It came very quickly, though. I wasn’t really thinking about structure when I wrote it.
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